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Abstract: Corpus linguistics is a methodological approach that takes an empirical 

stance to the study of language. It relies on the analysis, whether qualitative or 

quantitative, of a body of written texts or transcriptions of spontaneous or semi-

spontaneous speech. Corpus linguistic methods have a potentially strong impact on theory 

as they can offer support or challenge theoretical assumptions. They can also help improve 

our understanding of previously described linguistic phenomena and can reveal new topics 

of investigation that had hitherto gone unnoticed. Moreover, corpus linguistics is closely 

related to various fields of applied linguistics, for example through the elaboration of 

pedagogical tools. More specifically, in contact linguistics, a corpus-driven approach based 

on ecologically valid data allows for the examination of the constraints and social 

significance of bilingual speech. In addition, in experimental approaches to bilingualism, 

natural corpus data are used as basic frequency data in combination with the controlled 

data which are produced in a laboratory environment. This article sheds light into corpus 

linguistic approaches to the preparing methodological materials for B2 learners. 
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Since the 1990s an increasing number of researchers have used corpus-based 

approaches in many areas of linguistic enquiry, among them, in the development of 

methods for language teaching (Biber & Reppen, 2002; Granger, 2002).  Corpus linguistics 

has almost been established as a norm in the creation of dictionaries (McCarthy, 2008), 

and more recently in the construction of reference grammars (Burton, 2012). Corpora have 

been used as a powerful tool to identify non-native language features in foreign language 

learners’ language production, such as the over-representation of certain phrases or 

linguistic features (Granger, 2002). As a pedagogical tool it has challenged many traditional 

approaches to language studies in a number of different ways (e.g. Hunston & Francis, 

1999), and has shown particularly useful in studies of collocational patterns and word 

frequency. As yet, however, only limited corpus linguistic research has focused on the 

construction of textbooks and the vocabulary content in them from a pedagogical point of 

view. The few studies that have employed corpus-based approaches with a focus on 

teaching materials have mainly focused on academic written materials. Studies addressing 

the needs of young learners have mainly been left unattended (Foster & Mackie,2013; 

Keck, 2004). Considering the centrality of the textbook in foreign language learning and 
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teaching, particularly for the lower ages of learning (Konstantakis & Alexiou, 2012; 

Skolverket, 2006), this is surprising. 

As mentioned, research focusing on the structures of textbooks for B2 learners is 

scarce (Keck, 2004), in particular with a focus on vocabulary learning and teaching (Criado 

& Sánchez, 2012). There are, however, some important examples. Shin and Chon (2011) 

studied the vocabulary profile of B2 learners'  English textbooks used in South Korea by 

comparing the vocabulary in them to the words on West’s (1953) 2,000 General Service 

List (GSL), a list preceding NGSL, the words in Coxhead’s (2000) Academic Word List and 

the vocabulary in three general corpora of English. They found that 68% of the words in 

the textbooks were not on the GSL, and a high number of words were academic words. 

The comparison of the vocabulary with the words in the three corpora showed that the 

textbooks contain a large number of words used infrequently in everyday language 

production. Similar studies have been conducted with a focus on vocabulary in literature 

for upper- intermediate language learners. Foster and Mackie (2013)analyzed the 

vocabulary frequency coverage of the words in Dr. Suess’ books to the lexical coverage in 

the VP-Kids corpus and the BNC to determine the appropriateness of using the books in an 

EFL context. Their conclusion was that the books are fairly representative of both 

children’s language and general language production. The frequency coverage compared 

to the VP-Kids corpus and the BNC showed almost identical figures: 86 and 84% 

respectively of the words in the Suess corpus were found among the 1,000 most frequent 

words in the two corpora. Their analysis also included a comparison of the most frequent 

lexical verbs, adjectives and nouns in Dr. Suess’ writing to the same word classes in a B2 

learners'  literature corpus (the CLLIP corpus). Also this comparison showed a reasonably 

good correspondence, in particular for verbs and adjectives. A corpus-based study to 

analyze the vocabulary in B2 learners' literature has also been conducted by Thompson 

and Sealey (2007). They compared the vocabulary profile of the CLLIP corpus to a corpus of 

adult fiction and newspaper texts to find out whether the language in writing for children 

demonstrates different linguistic properties compared to texts aimed at adults. They 

concluded that the vocabulary in children’s fiction shares much of the characteristics of the 

language in adult fiction, but to a lesser degree the vocabulary profiles of news text. The 

top ten most frequent lexical verbs, adjectives and nouns in the two corpora showed a 

very high degree of overlap. Another study focusing on vocabulary in a school context is 

Konstantakis and Alexiou’s (2012) investigation of the vocabulary in five EFL textbooks 

used in Greece in the first two years of intermediate school. Quite contrary to researchers 

like Nation (2006, 2013) and Nation and Beglar (2007), they argue that the Greek books are 

insufficiently loaded with mid- and low-frequency words. Their analysis, based on a 

comparison to the BNC 2,000 word list, shows that the books include between 74% and 

85% of the most frequent words on the BNC list. According to them, a vocabulary of this 

size is “insufficient for anything but the most basic form of communication” (Konstantakis 

& Alexiou, 2012, p. 40.) A similar standpoint is taken by Milton and Vassiliu (2000) who 
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emphasize that frequency lists are not organized according to themes or topics. Many 

words describing the animal world for example, are not likely to appear among the 2,000 

most frequently occurring words in general English, but are important in the world of 

children. Konstantakis and Alexiou’s study (2012) also shows that the vocabulary across 

the Greek books is extremely varied in word selection and length. 

CONCLUSION 

In analyzing the lexical content of English textbooks used in British upper- 

intermediate schools at two different school levels from a vocabulary acquisition 

standpoint, this study has shown that books used in British schools for the purpose of 

learning and teaching English as a foreign language vary to a considerable extent both in 

vocabulary size, the type/token relationship and the selection of words. A comparison to 

reference materials (New General Service List and VP-Kids corpus) covering general 

language production and the language produced by native English-speaking children 

moreover shows that the books include a large proportion of low-frequency words, that is, 

words not frequently used in common everyday language. 
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